Teaching and training in laparoscopic inguinal hernia repair (TAPP): impact of the learning curve on patient outcome.
On the basis of lower incidence of postoperative pain and faster recovery compared with open techniques, the laparoscopic transabdominal preperitoneal patch plastic (TAPP) technique was established as a leading mode of inguinal hernia repair. In contrast to open hernia repairs, which are well integrated in the training of young surgeons, TAPP is still considered a more difficult surgical procedure, raising the questions of how to include this technique in trainee programs and how to provide appropriate training. Out of 15,101 TAPP procedures performed in our department between 1993 and 2007, we analyzed 254 operations that occurred from April 2004 to February 2007 by young trainees (between the second and fourth years of surgical training). The analysis compared the trainees' TAPP operations with 3,200 TAPP procedures performed by experienced surgeons in the same time period, and with the first 254 TAPP operations in our department performed by pioneers who introduced this technique in 1993. In the 254 operations performed by young trainees, the mean operation time was 59 min, the morbidity rate was 3.2 %, and the recurrence rate was 0.4 %. Compared to experienced surgeons, we found no significant difference in recurrence rate and morbidity. For operation time, however, the young trainees demonstrated a learning curve with continuous improvement until the end of the study period approaching expert level. Pioneers also demonstrated a clear learning curve in operation time and additionally also regarding morbidity and recurrence rate. Our study demonstrates that the TAPP learning curve of young trainees is only related to operation time. Therefore, TAPP is a safe and reproducible technique when performed by young trainees under the supervision of experienced laparoscopic surgeons. With an adequate program, the technique can be learned quickly, skillfully, and safely when a standardized technique is used. It should be included as a fundamental part of state-of-the-art trainee programs.